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Gordon B. Schmidt1
# Springer Science+Business Media New York 2016
Abstract The current study examines the relationship between adult attachment style and
both perceived psychological contract breach and affective organizational commitment in a
sample of college students with employment experience. Attachment style is argued to be an
individual difference factor that affects how an individual perceives organizational events
based on theory and existing empirical research related to adult attachment style. Individuals
with insecure attachment styles were predicted to perceive more psychological contract breach
and have lower levels of affective organizational commitment. The results reveal that individ-
uals with higher levels of preoccupied and dismissive attachment styles perceived higher levels
of psychological contract breach, and preoccupied attachment style significantly and nega-
tively relates to affective organizational commitment. The relationship between attachment
style and psychological contract dimensions was stronger for relational than transactional
contract dimensions. Evidence is also found that perceived psychological contract breach
mediates the relationship between preoccupied attachment style and affective commitment.
Future potential research directions are described. The implications of these findings for
managerial practice is discussed.
Keywords Affective organizational commitment . Psychological contract . Attachment theory.
Psychological contract breach . Adult attachment
Interest in the obligations workers feel owed by an organization led to the development of the
concept of the psychological contract. The psychological contract is an employee’s beliefs
regarding the reciprocal exchange agreement that he or she has with his or her employer
(Rousseau 1989). Whether elements of a psychological contract are seen as being met is
largely subjective, with a worker’s own perceptions crucial to such an evaluation (Jepsen and
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Rodwell 2012). This evaluation is important, however, as the degree to which individuals
perceive fulfillment/breach of their psychological contracts has been found to relate to
important organizational outcomes such as job satisfaction, turnover intentions, and actual
turnover (Stoner and Gallagher 2010; Zhao et al. 2007).
Organizational commitment is another important concept of the relationship between an
employee and organization and it represents the degree to which an individual feels tied to an
organization and is unlikely to leave (Meyer et al. 1993, 2012). Organizational commitment
has been found to relate to a number of important work-related outcomes such as job
satisfaction and turnover (Mathieu and Zajac 1990; Meyer et al. 2002).
While research has identified numerous individual and situational factors that impact both
perceptions of psychological contract breach and perceptions of organizational commitment
(ex. Mathieu and Zajac 1990; Meyer et al. 2002; Zhao et al. 2007), dispositional influences on
both of these important concepts has been largely unexamined in the psychological and
management literature base (e.g., Coyle-Shapiro and Neuman 2004). One potentially impor-
tant dispositional factor that may influence both of these factors is the adult attachment style
held by an employee.
Attachment style is defined as Bthe propensity of human beings to make strong affectional
bonds to particular others^ (Bowlby 1977, p. 201). Attachment style involves how people
conceptualize themselves as having personal value and their trust in the behaviors and
intentions of others (Bartholomew 1990). This perspective influences how they view relation-
ships with other people. Attachment style can thus impact how people interpret situations and
behaviors (Hepper and Carnelley 2010; Pietromonaco and Barrett 1997; Vrticka et al. 2012).
The impact adult attachment style has on how people perceive and act toward others has led
to a developing literature base of empirical and theoretical work examining how adult
attachment impacts the workplace domain (Harms 2011). Attachment styles have been seen
as impacting leader behaviors and the perceptions of leaders (Berson et al. 2006; Davidovitz
et al. 2007; Hansbrough 2012), extra-role behavior (Geller and Bamberger 2009; Harms 2011;
Little et al. 2011), burnout (Halpern et al. 2012; Simmons et al. 2009) and job satisfaction
(Hardy and Barkham 1994; Hazan and Shaver 1990; Krausz et al. 2001).
The goal of this research is to examine the impact of adult attachment style on perceptions
of psychological contract breach (both transactional and relational) and affective organizational
commitment. This study addresses the call voiced in the psychological contract meta-analysis
of Zhao et al. (2007) for research that examines the role of individual differences in shaping
employees’ detection of psychological contract breach. A person’s individual difference
factors could affect how they reaction to breach and even whether an event is perceived as a
breach at all.
Adult Attachment Style
Attachment style was first used to describe the relationship that exists between a young child
and his or her primary caregiver (Bowlby 1969). It is thought that an attachment system
evolved to maintain proximity between infants and their caretakers under threatening condi-
tions. Thus, the quality of early attachment relationships is based on the extent to which the
infant has come to rely on the attachment figure as a source of security (Ainsworth et al. 1978).
On the basis of early attachment relationships, children develop an internal model of the self as
well as an internal model of others (Bartholomew and Horowitz 1991). Bowlby (1973)
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suggested that this internal model of the self is based on whether a child believes that he or she
is the type of person towards whom others, and in particular the attachment figure, are likely to
respond to in a helpful way. The key feature of the model of others, in contrast, is whether the
attachment figure is viewed as someone who generally can be trusted to respond to calls for
support and protection (Bowlby 1973).
Over time, children internalize experiences with caretakers in such a way that early
attachment relations form a prototype for later relationships outside of the family (Hazan
and Shaver 1987). Thus, attachment relationships continue to be important throughout the life
span and research suggests that attachment styles are relatively stable over time (e.g., Baldwin
and Fehr 1995; Scharfe and Bartholomew 1994). Bartholomew (1990) used the model of the
self and the model of others as conceptualized by Bowlby to identify prototypic forms of adult
attachment. In adults, the internal model of the self is viewed as influencing how dependent a
person is on others for self-acceptance, while the internal model of others drives whether an
individual is comfortable with close relationships and intimacy. Each internal model can be
dichotomized as positive or negative, which yields four prototypical attachment styles: secure,
preoccupied, dismissing, and fearful. Figure 1 presents a description of the four adult attach-
ment styles (Bartholomew and Horowitz 1991).
Secure individuals possess a positive model of both the self and others. These individuals
possess a sense of worthiness combined with the expectation that other people are generally
trustworthy and responsive. As a result, secure individuals have comfort with both closeness
and separateness (Bartholomew and Horowitz 1991).
Individuals with a negative model of the self and positive model of others are labeled as
preoccupied. These individuals possess a sense of unworthiness combined with a view that
others are generally trustworthy (Bartholomew and Horowitz 1991). Thus, preoccupied









Other component: people generally trustworthy 
and responsive
Dependency: low; positive self-regard established 
internally
Intimacy: comfortable with intimacy
PREOCCUPIED
Self component: unworthiness/unlovability
Other component: people generally trustworthy 
and responsive
Dependency: high; positive self-regard 
maintained by others’ ongoing acceptance
Intimacy: comfortable with intimacy
DISMISSING
Self component: worthiness/lovability
Other component: people generally untrustworthy 
and rejecting
Dependency: low; positive self-regard established 
internally
Intimacy: avoidance of intimacy
FEARFUL-AVOIDANT
Self component: unworthiness/unlovability
Other component: people generally untrustworthy 
and rejecting
Dependency: high; positive self-regard 
maintained by others’ ongoing acceptance
Intimacy: avoidance of intimacy
Fig. 1 Summary of adult attachment styles
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Dismissing individuals have a positive model of the self but a negative model of others.
These individuals possess a sense of worthiness combined with a negative disposition toward
other people, distrusting their intentions (Bartholomew and Horowitz 1991). Thus, dismissing
individuals exhibit low levels of dependency and strive to maintain a sense of independence.
Finally, individuals who possess a negative model of both the self and others are labeled as
fearful. These individuals possess a sense of unworthiness combined with a view that others
are generally untrustworthy and rejecting. These individuals often try to avoid close interaction
with others to protect against rejection and anticipated disappointment (Bartholomew and
Horowitz 1991).
Attachment style has often been treated as a categorical variable, whereby individuals are
classified into one of the four prototypical attachment styles discussed above (e.g., Hazan and
Shaver 1987; Lopez and Gormley 2002). However, research by Bartholomew and Horowitz
(1991) on the four dimensional model of adult attachment found that none of the individuals in
their sample uniquely fit any one attachment prototype. Instead, most participants exhibited
elements of two, three, or sometimes four attachment styles. Based on this finding,
Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991) argue that continuous ratings of attachment style may
allow investigators to more precisely assess individual differences. For example, they note, B…
two persons classified the same way may differ in the intensity of their highest ratings or in the
patterning of their secondary ratings, and those differences may be significant^ (p. 241).
Subsequent research examining measurement issues surrounding attachment has advocated
the use of a continuous rather than categorical measurement approach (e.g., Bartholomew and
Shaver 1998; Brennan et al. 1998; Fraley and Waller 1998).
In a research area particularly germane to this research, attachment style has been shown to
relate to how individuals interpret social information and events. In research by Pietromonaco
and Barrett (1997), attachment style was shown to affect how people view daily social
interactions. People with a preoccupied attachment style reported more intense emotional
reactions to daily social interactions than the other attachment styles.
Vrticka et al. (2012) in a related vein examined how attachment style related to emotional
reactions to social and non-social scenes. Those high in the preoccupied attachment style were
found to have higher emotional arousal across all scenes and worse emotional control when
exposed to negative social images. Individuals high in the dismissive attachment style engaged
in selective reduction of pleasantness for social images. These results taken as a whole thus
suggest that insecurely attached individuals might interpret social interactions differently or be
differentially impacted emotionally by such interactions.
Also relevant is research by Hepper and Carnelley (2010), which found that attachment
style impacted how a person engages in feedback seeking behavior. Secure individuals were
found to be the most likely to seek out positive feedback. Dismissing and Fearful individuals
were more likely to seek out negative feedback. Preoccupied individuals failed to seek positive
interpersonal feedback. These differences in feedback seeking impact what information a
person gains and thus might impact overall perceptions of others.
Attachment Style and the Workplace
A growing body of research has applied adult attachment style to work-related factors. Hazan
and Shaver (1990) examined the attachment styles of secure, preoccupied and dismissing on
how they impact people’s orientation toward their jobs. Overall, securely attached participants
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had higher levels of job satisfaction and well-being than people with an insecure attachment
style. Preoccupied individuals were found to prefer working in groups and to have higher
levels of fear of failure. Dismissing individuals reported working long hours in detriment to
their personal well-being (Hazan and Shaver 1990). Hardy and Barkham (1994) replicated
these results and found that psychological treatments helped to reduce the relationship related
problems of those with insecure attachment styles. Building on the findings of Hazan and
Shaver (1990), Sumer and Knight (2001) found that that preoccupied individuals had higher
levels of negative spillover from home to work while securely attached individuals experi-
enced more positive spillover in both directions. Attachment style affects how people perceive
their workplace and their connection with their organization.
Adult attachment style has also been tied to a number of workplace perceptions and
behaviors. Little and colleagues (2011) found that secure attachment had a positive relationship
with employee vigor, while both preoccupied and dismissive attachment style related
negatively to vigor. Preoccupied attachment style also had a direct negative relationship with
employee organizational citizenship behavior directed at the organization. Gellar and
Bamberger (2009) found that the preoccupied attachment style relates to lower levels of
instrumental helping at work. Wu and Parker (2012), meanwhile, found that preoccupied
individuals have difficulty in sustaining proactive behaviors. Simmons et al. (2009) found that
secure attachment style related positively with employee hope and trust, as well as negatively
with employee burnout. Fearful attachment style was unfortunately not examined in any of
these studies.
Research has also examined how attachment style impacts leadership. Berson et al. (2006)
found that securely attached individuals saw ideal leaders as more considerate and relational
than insecurely attached individuals did. Berson et al. (2006) saw this as evidence of the idea
that the internal working models of relationships found in attachment style may generalize to
leadership relationships. Berson et al. (2006) also found that peers in general rated the
leadership skills of securely attached individuals higher compared to insecurely attachment
individuals. Popper et al. (2000) found similar results in a sample of Israel Police trainees with
the secure attachment of an individual related to greater perceptions of that individual being a
transformational leader. Fearful individuals had statistically significant lower ratings by a
commander for all three elements of transformational leadership.
Boatwright and colleagues (2010) examined how attachment styles related to a worker’s
preference for relational leadership behaviors, behaviors that helped promote trust of the leader
and showed the leader was concerned about workers’ needs. They found that preoccupied
individuals had stronger preferences for relationship behaviors than workers with fearful or
dismissive attachment styles.
Research by Davidovitz et al. (2007) found that preoccupied attachment was related to
leaders having more self-serving leadership motives. Dismissive attachment, meanwhile, was
found to be related to followers having worse socioemotional functioning and decreased long-
term mental health.
Leadership research by Hansbrough (2012) offers results that are of particular relevance to
how attachment style can impact work-related perceptions. Hansbrough (2012) had study
participants view a video of a speech by a leader and rate the degree to which the leader was a
transformational leader. Pre-testing and previous research had suggested the speech was
lacking in transformational leadership behaviors and elements. Hansbrough (2012) found that
participants higher in preoccupied attachment rated the leader as more transformational despite
the lack of such cues in the speech itself. Preoccupied individuals, who look for closer
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connections, seemed to read those elements into the leader they viewed. Fearful attachment
was not measured.
Krausz et al. (2001) examined how attachment style impacted contract preferences (internal
worker vs external worker vs fixed contract) and work satisfaction in a sample of computer
science students with work experience. They found that those with a preoccupied
attachment style had a significantly higher preference for external contracts (ex.
employed by a temporary employment agency while working at an organization).
This was contrary to the authors’ hypothesis and they attribute it to the ideas that
while secure and dismissive participants had strong preferences for a contract type
the preoccupied group generally did not. Krausz et al. (2001) also found that
securely attached individuals reported the highest levels of job satisfaction.
Compared to other attachment styles fearful attachment style has received less examination
in a work context. One important exception is research by Halpern et al. (2012) who examined
in a sample of ambulance workers how adult attachment style related to responses to distress
causing critical incidents in the workplace. Halpern and colleagues (2012) found that fearful
attachment was related to higher levels of post-traumatic stress, depression, and burnout.
Fearful individuals also were likely to engage in maladaptive coping such as substance use,
disengagement, and not seeking emotional support from others. Halpern et al. (2012) argue
that the results suggest fearful individuals were reluctant to access support after critical
incidents due to their anticipation that they would be disappointed by the responses they
would get from others.
Overall, previous work that has looked at attachment style effects in workplace settings
provides evidence that an individual’s attachment style influences work relationships and how
workers perceive the organization, although research including fearful attachment has been
lacking compared to the other three attachment styles. The current study builds on this research
to examine the relationship between individuals’ attachment styles and their psychological
contract breach perceptions and affective organizational commitment. People develop trust
relationships similar to those made with caregivers with the organization they work for through
the medium of psychological contracts. The similarity of the relationship suggests attachment
style may play a role in how such relationships are made and perceived.
Psychological Contracts
The psychological contract focuses on an employee’s beliefs about what he or she owes and is
owed by an employer (Rousseau 1989). While most workers are given a written contract with
a number of job specifications and obligations, such as pay and benefits, the written contract
does not deal with other psychological and emotional needs and obligations that are important
to the employee. Concepts like supervisory support, career development, and decision-
making input may be inducements an employee expects from an employer but they
cannot be defined well enough to be put in written contract form. Perceived employer
obligations can focus on multiple dimensions of the employment relationship, and
these obligations are shaped by the employee’s contact with employer representatives,
implied rights in written communication from the employer, professional standards,
societal norms, and personal values (Rousseau 2001).
Since a large part of the psychological contract is determined by pre-existing factors like
societal norms and personal beliefs, not merely direct contact with the employer, psychological
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contracts are highly subjective in nature. The idiosyncratic nature of psychological contracts
means that employees within the same organization can have vastly different perceptions of
employer obligations and the extent to which those obligations have been fulfilled (Coyle-
Shapiro and Neuman 2004; Jepsen and Rodwell 2012; Rousseau 1989).
Much of the research in this area has focused on the consequences of psychological contract
fulfillment or breach (Lambert et al. 2003). The extent to which individuals perceive
fulfillment/breach of their psychological contracts has been shown to be associated with
numerous organizational outcomes, including organizational commitment (Coyle-Shapiro
and Kessler 2000; Zhao et al. 2007), organizational citizenship behavior (Robinson and
Morrison 1995), job neglect (Turnley and Feldman 1999), and absenteeism (Johnson and
O’Leary-Kelly 2003). Employees who perceive psychological contract fulfillment are typical-
ly more committed to their organization and are more motivated to engage in both in-role job
duties and extra-role behaviors.
Raja and colleagues (2004) found that personality characteristics can impact perceptions of
psychological contract breach. They examined how the personality characteristics of extraver-
sion, conscientiousness, neuroticism, self-esteem, equity sensitivity, and locus of control
impacted psychological breach perceptions. They found that the personality characteristics
of conscientiousness and external locus of control both significantly predicted perceptions of
psychological contract breach. This offers support for the idea that personality characteristics
can relate to a person’s perceptions of whether a breach has occurred, an idea that is predicted
in this paper with regard to the personality characteristics of particular adult attachment styles.
Past research has suggested that the psychological contract construct can be divided into
two main dimensions: transactional and relational (Rousseau 1990; Millward and Hopkins
1998; Turnley and Feldman 1999; Zhao et al. 2007). These different types of psychological
contract dimensions can have differential outcomes for important workplace outcomes when
contract breach occurs (Jensen et al. 2010; Montes and Irving 2008; Raja et al. 2004).
Individuals will also vary in the degree they feel they are owed various transactional and
relational obligations based on individual and organizational characteristics (Chaundhry et al.
2011; Millward and Hopkins 1998).
Transactional obligations are generally of an economic and specific nature. Such obliga-
tions focus on economically oriented exchanges between an organization and employee
(Rousseau 1990). Examples of transactional factors are high pay and pay-for-performance.
These factors are of a short-term nature, and tend to be more objective and easily measured.
Relational contract dimensions, in contrast, are focused on socio-emotional relationship
related factors between an employee and employer. They focus on noneconomic agreements
between employee and employer that work toward maintaining a long term relationship
(Robinson and Morrison 1995; Rousseau 1990). Such factors are more often open ended
and subjective in nature (Montes and Irving 2008). Examples of relational contract factors are
organizational support and job security, factors tied to maintaining the employment relation-
ship in the future (Rousseau 1990).
Research has examined how breaches of relational or transactional factors have differential
impact on work-related outcomes. Jensen et al. (2010) found that breach of relational psycho-
logical contract dimensions related to different aspects of counterproductive workplace than
transactional dimension breach, with production deviance and withdrawal only relating to
relational contract breach. Montes and Irving (2008) found that an employee’s trust in the
organization was an important mediator of relational breach and organizations outcomes while
trust was not a significant mediator for transactional contract breach.
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Looking to transactional versus relational psychological contract dimensions the adult
attachment style focus on relationships with others seems conceptually to be a better fit with
relational dimensions. Adult attachment style is focused on long-term personal connections
rather than on the short-term or immediate. Montes and Irving (2008) also found trust was an
important mediator for relational breach but not transactional breach, suggesting trust is an
important part of how relational breach relates to organizational outcomes. Attachment styles
as well have a significant focus on trust, with trust in others a crucial factor in each attachment
style. With such similarity in focus, relational psychological contract dimensions may offer a
more direct psychological state match with attachment style.
Affective Organizational Commitment
Organizational commitment is an individual’s identification with and involvement in a partic-
ular organization (Mathieu and Zajac 1990; Mowday et al. 1982). Organizational commitment
is commonly conceptualized as possessing three-components: affective, continuance, and
normative (e.g., McGee and Ford 1987; Meyer et al. 1993). The most frequently studied
component and also the component that is most relevant to our current focus is affective
commitment, which is defined as an individual’s affective attachment to an organization
(Meyer and Allen 1991). Affective commitment is characterized by a strong belief in the
organization’s goals and values, a willingness to exert effort for the organization, and a desire
to maintain membership (Mowday et al. 1982). Essentially, affective commitment reflects the
strength of an individual’s identification and involvement with an organization (Allen and
Meyer 1990). The current research focuses on affective commitment because it is the
organizational commitment dimension that conceptualizes an individual’s emotional attach-
ment to an organization. This is consistent with the conceptualization of attachment style as a
dispositional characteristic that influences Bthe propensity of human beings to make strong
affectional bonds to particular others^ (Bowlby 1977, p. 201, italics added).
Research has shown that a variety of individual (e.g., age) and situational (e.g., job
autonomy) factors influence employees’ organizational commitment, and that organizational
commitment is associated with a number of important organizational consequences (e.g.,
turnover intentions) (Mathieu and Zajac 1990; Meyer et al. 2002; O’Reily and Chatman
1986). However, research examining dispositional influences on commitment has been more
limited and to my knowledge the relationship between attachment style and affective com-
mitment has not been previously examined.
Relationship Between Attachment Style, Psychological Contract Breach,
and Affective Organizational Commitment
As discussed earlier and shown in Fig. 1, individuals high in the secure attachment
style have a positive image of others as well as a positive image of the self. The
result is that secure individuals are comfortable with intimacy and at the same time
exhibit a low dependence on others for self-acceptance (Bartholomew and Horowitz
1991; Lopez and Gormley 2002). Research has found that securely attached indi-
viduals often report higher levels of satisfaction, trust, and commitment in their
relationships, and the relationships of secure individuals often tend to be more stable
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and longer in duration than those of insecurely attached individuals (e.g., Collins
1996; Hazan and Shaver 1987; Keelan et al. 1998).
Research by Hazan and Shaver (1990) also found that securely attached individuals had
more positive attitudes toward their work and co-workers, which provides evidence that secure
attachment style may be linked to more positive organization related attitudes. For psycho-
logical contract breach, the trusting nature of securely attached individuals may make them
more likely to interpret ambiguous organizational events as consistent with their psychological
contract, not as breach. The faith they place in others may result in such individuals giving
organizations a Bbenefit of the doubt^ when negative workplace events happen. In fact,
looking to the results of Hepper and Carnelley (2010) it seems possible that securely attached
individuals are only seeking positive feedback about themselves and their organization and
thus the information they possess is generally positive in nature. Based on this past research
and theory it is predicted:
Hypothesis 1a: Secure attachment style will be negatively related to perceived psycho-
logical contract breach.
Hypothesis 1b: Secure attachment style will be positively related to affective organiza-
tional commitment.
Individuals high in the preoccupied attachment style have a positive image and trust of
others, which makes them comfortable with intimacy. However, these individuals also possess
a negative model of the self, which engenders personal feelings of unworthiness. This negative
view of the self creates heightened subjective distress and a tendency to focus on negative
affect (Bartholomew 1993). Preoccupied individuals often possess strong feelings of personal
insecurity, have more intense and expressive emotional experiences, and exhibit a high level of
interpersonal problems (Bartholomew and Horowitz 1991; Collins 1996; Vrticka et al. 2012).
As a result, preoccupied individuals report low levels of trust, satisfaction, and commitment in
their relationships, despite the fact that they desire the acceptance of others (Keelan et al.
1998). Hazan and Shaver (1990) found that preoccupied individuals had high levels of job
insecurity, felt they were unappreciated by co-workers, and had greater dissatisfaction. Their
viewpoint of the world makes them dissatisfied in personal relationships and this leads to
lowered levels of commitment, which is likely to extend to work relationships.
Preoccupied individuals, as such, over demand attention and effort from others while being
fearful their needs will not be met. This could be especially relevant to the psychological
contract between employer and employee. Preoccupied individuals might have unrealistic
expectations of the psychological contract they possess and when such expectations are not
met the results are dissatisfaction and decreased commitment. As seen in Hansbrough (2012),
preoccupied individuals may perceive leader or organizational characteristics related to
supporting them that objectively don’t exist. It then would not be surprising when the
organization does not deliver on such Bpromises.^ Preoccupied attachment could affect how
people perceive the psychological contract, making them more likely to have higher standards
and to feel those standards were not meant. They also may be more concerned that standards
are not going to be met and thus scrutinize information more closely for potential breach.
Overall, this evidence suggests:
Hypothesis 2a: Preoccupied attachment style will be positively related to perceived
psychological contract breach.
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Hypothesis 2b: Preoccupied attachment style will be negatively related to affective
organizational commitment.
Individuals high in the dismissing attachment style possess a positive model of the self, but
a negative model and distrust of others. This style indicates a sense of self-love combined with
an expectation that others will be negatively disposed, untrustworthy, and rejecting. Dismissive
individuals frequently protect themselves against disappointment by avoiding close relation-
ships and maintaining a sense of independence. Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991), for
example, found that dismissing individuals showed difficulties in becoming close to and
relying on others and were rated by others as exhibiting excessive coldness. Griffin and
Bartholomew (1994) argue that dismissing individuals maintain their self-worth by defensively
denying the value and importance of close relationships and stressing the importance of
independence. These findings suggest that individuals with high levels of the dismissive
attachment style will avoid forming a close attachment with their organization and thus exhibit
lower levels of organizational commitment. In addition, dismissive individuals’ negative
image of others may prime these individuals to expect and perceive higher levels of psycho-
logical contract breach.
The findings of Hepper and Carnelley (2010) suggest that dismissive individuals seek
negative feedback more often, which could in the work context mean information related to
breach. Dismissive individuals also expect to be lied to and as such are more likely to perceive
ambiguous organization events as breach. Subsequently, it is predicted that:
Hypothesis 3a: Dismissing attachment style will be positively related to perceived
psychological contract breach.
Hypothesis 3b: Dismissing attachment style will be negatively related to affective orga-
nizational commitment.
Finally, individuals high in the fearful attachment style possess a negative model of both the
self and others. Fearful attachment style has received the least research attention of the four
types, especially in the arena of work-related research, so these hypotheses are inherently more
exploratory and speculative in nature. However, the nature of fearful attachment and the
existing research base does suggest potential relationships with perceived psychological
contract breach and affective organizational commitment.
Individuals high in fearful attachment possess a sense of unworthiness and also the
expectation that others are untrustworthy and negatively disposed to them. They not only
exhibit a high level of personal insecurity but also avoid close relationships with others to
protect themselves from anticipated rejection (Collins 1996). Hepper and Carnelley (2010)
found evidence for those high in fearful attachment seeking out negative feedback information
more often, which could also mean looking frequently for negative information such as
psychological contract breach. Research has shown that fearful individuals tend to be more
passive and indicate a greater tendency to be exploited (Bartholomew and Horowitz 1991),
which may make them more likely to experience breach of the psychological contract.
As seen in the research of Halpern et al. (2012) fearful individuals had the most difficulty in
recovering from negative critical incidents in the workplace. They had higher levels of post-
traumatic stress, depression and burnout, perhaps in part because they used maladaptive coping
strategies. In the case of psychological contract breach or negative events this might suggest
fearful individuals find difficulty in Bforgiving and forgetting^ and thus retain memory and the
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related trauma of such negative workplace events. This could help them to more acutely retain
and remain impacted by negative organizational events.
Fearful individuals are unwilling to form close bonds and as such they are likely to avoid
becoming overly committed to an organization. At the same time, their perceptions that others
are untrustworthy may make them more likely to see breach in ambiguous events, resulting in
them generally having higher levels of perceived psychological contract breach. Their inability
to successfully cope can lead to negative impacts continuing to impact them over time.
Overall, this existing research and theory suggest that:
Hypothesis 4a: Fearful attachment style will be positively related to perceived psycho-
logical contract breach.
Hypothesis 4b: Fearful attachment style will be negatively related to affective organiza-
tional commitment.
Perceived Psychological Contract Breach as a Mediator of the Relationship
Between Attachment Style and Affective Organizational Commitment
Previous research suggests that psychological contract breach has a negative relationship with
affective commitment (e.g., Bunderson 2001; Coyle-Shapiro and Kessler 2000; Zhao et al.
2007). These findings suggest that perceived psychological contract breach may serve as a key
explanatory mechanism in our predicted relationship between attachment style and affective
organizational commitment. Insecure attachment styles makes individuals more likely to
perceive psychological contract breach. This breach, in turn, decreases affective organizational
commitment. We predict that the main means by which attachment styles effect affective
organizational commitment is through their impact on perceived levels of psychological
contract breach. Thus, we hypothesize the following:
Hypothesis 5: Perceived psychological contract breach will mediate the relationship
between attachment style and affective organizational commitment.
Types of Psychological Contract Dimensions
As previously discussed, psychological contract aspects can be divided into relational and
transactional dimensions (Rousseau 1990; Zhao et al. 2007) and each type of dimension can
have differential impact on work-related outcomes (Jensen et al. 2010; Montes and Irving
2008; Raja et al. 2004). The theoretical foundation of attachment style suggests it may exhibit
a stronger relationship with the relational rather than the transactional contract dimensions.
Relational contract dimensions involve a much greater investment by employees than trans-
actional contract dimensions, because they are more long-term and are characterized by higher
levels of identification and commitment (Rousseau and Wade-Benzoni 1995). Relational
psychological contract dimensions are more directly focused on trust (Montes and Irving
2008), which is also a major aspect of all attachment styles (Rousseau 1990). Relational
contract dimensions focus on personal relationships and close connections and, therefore, may
be influenced more than transactional contract dimensions by a person’s attachment style and
its similar focus on close relationships with other.
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Also worth noting is that relational dimensions are often more ambiguous in nature
compared to transactional dimensions (Montes and Irving 2008; Rousseau 1990), with
that ambiguity leaving more room for interpretation of organizational events through
the lens insecurely attached individuals have of interpreting personal relationship
information in a negative light. Attachment styles influence on perceptions of trust-
worthiness and personal worth are more likely to impact relational dimensions whose
perception could be colored by such frames attachment styles bring to interpreting
social information. As such it is predicted:
Hypothesis 6a: Preoccupied attachment style will have a stronger positive relationship
with relational psychological contract dimension breach than transactional psychological
contract dimension breach.
Hypothesis 6b: Dismissing attachment style will have a stronger positive relationship with
relational psychological contract dimension breach than transactional psychological con-
tract dimension breach.
Hypothesis 6c: Fearful attachment style will have a stronger positive relationship with




Participants were 106 undergraduate students and 18 graduate students at a large Northeastern
University, for a total sample of 124 participants. These students were recruited from an
undergraduate-level organizational behavior class and a graduate-level human resource man-
agement class. While an exact base-rate was not recorded, the majority of students in each
class took part in the survey. Class level did not have a significant effect on adult attachment
style, the psychological contract or affective organizational commitment variables, so these
two samples were combined. The average age of participants was 20.9 years and 53.2 % of
participants were female. Racial background of the sample was as follows: 69.4 % White,
17.7 % Asian, 5.6 % African-American, 5.6 % Hispanic, and 1.6 % other (Indian, Native
American).
Procedure
Participants were asked to complete a short questionnaire in the last 10 min of their class
period. Participation was voluntary. Informed consent was obtained from all individual
participants included in the study. The questionnaire assessed participants’ attachment style
as well as several other demographic and work history variables that were examined as
potential controls. The questionnaire also asked participants to report their perceptions of
psychological contract breach and organizational commitment. For these questions, partici-
pants were asked to think about their current or most recent employment. All participants
indicated having employment experience and forty percent of the participants indicated that
they were currently employed. Participants reported working an average of 25.32 h per week
in their current or most recent job and the average job tenure was 1.11 years.
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Measures
Adult Attachment Style Attachment style was measured using the Relationship Question-
naire developed by Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991). This is a widely used and
validated measure of adult attachment (e.g., Banse 2004; Bartholomew and Shaver
1998; Boatwright et al. 2010; Griffin and Bartholomew 1994). It consists of four
short paragraphs that describe the four attachment styles. For example, the secure
description was: BIt is easy for me to become emotionally close to others. I am
comfortable depending on others and having others depend on me. I don't worry
about being alone or having others not accept me.^ Participants were asked to rate
how accurately each passage describes them on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = not at all
like me to 7 = very much like me).
Consistent with the recommendations of Bartholomew and her colleagues (Bartholomew
and Horowitz 1991; Griffin and Bartholomew 1994; Scharfe and Bartholomew 1994, 1998),
the four attachment styles were treated as separate, continuous variables in the current study.
As noted earlier, Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991) argue that continuous ratings more
precisely capture individual variability in attachment styles and that this variability may be
significant for predicting specific outcomes.
Perceived Psychological Contract Breach Perceived psychological contract breach was
assessed using a 16-item multiplicative measure adapted from Turnley and Feldman (1999).
Turnley and Feldman’s (1999) measure is 16 items about specific dimensions of the employ-
ment relationship. Participants were instructed to think about their current or most recent job
and rate each dimension on the degree of perceived employer obligation on a 7-point Likert
scale (1 = no obligation to 7 = great obligation) and the extent to which their employer has
fulfilled their obligation on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = not at all fulfilled to 7 = exceeded
obligation). For analysis purposes the fulfillment scale was reverse scored and recoded to
range from −3 (exceeded obligation) to +3 (not at all fulfilled). Thus, the higher and more
positive the score, the more serious the psychological contract breach it represents. Finally, the
degree of psychological contract breach was calculated by multiplying the magnitude of
breach on each job factor by the perceived obligation of the same factor and summing across
all 16 elements. This ensures that breach of job factors that individuals perceive a high level of
employer obligation to provide receive more weight in the calculation of overall psychological
contract breach. The resulting perceived psychological contract breach scale had an internal
consistency reliability of α= .84.
The measure was also divided into two subscales, a 10-item relational sub-scale and a 6
item transactional sub-scale. Inducements were categorized as relational or transactional based
on prior theoretical and empirical work (Montes and Irving 2008; Robinson and Morrison
1995; Rousseau 1990; Rousseau and Wade-Benzoni 1995; Zhao et al. 2007). The relational
subscale was comprised of the following job factors: job security, decision making input,
training, responsibility, organizational support, advancement, challenge in job, supervisory
support, career development, and feedback. The transactional subscale consisted of the
remaining job factors: regular pay raises, bonuses, fair salary, retirement benefits, overall
benefits, and healthcare benefits.
To examine the subscale configuration of the scale a confirmatory factor analysis was
conducted that found this two-dimensional structure (relational and transactional) yields a
marginal fit to the data χ2(103, N = 124) = 219.89, p < .01; χ2/df = 2.13; GFI = .82;
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RMSEA= .096 (.078, .114). The relational sub-scale had a reliability of α= .84. The transac-
tional sub-scale had a reliability of α= .612.
Affective Organizational Commitment Affective organizational commitment was mea-
sured using the 6 item affective commitment scale developed by Meyer et al. (1993). An
example item from this scale is: BThis organization has a great deal of personal meaning for
me.^ The participant rated agreement with each statement on a 7 point scale (1 = strongly
disagree to 7 = strongly agree). Internal consistency of this scale was α= .81.
Analyses
All hypotheses were tested through a series of hierarchical regression analyses. Research by
Mickelson et al. (1997) that examined the attachment styles of a nationally representative
sample of American adults found significant correlations between personal factors such as
gender, race and age with certain attachment styles. Thus, to avoid confounding variables, we
examined the correlation between the personal characteristics of gender, race, and age with
subjects’ attachment style ratings and perceived level of psychological contract breach.
Examination of the data revealed that race was significantly correlated with both attachment
style and contract breach. Specifically, African Americans scored lower on the preoccupied
attachment style (r=−.21, p< .05) and also perceived lower levels of psychological contract
breach (r=−.29, p< .05).1 Thus, race served as a control variable and was entered in the first
step of all analyses. None of the other participant demographics (e.g., age, gender) correlated
with both attachment style and the outcomes and, therefore, these variables were removed
from consideration to preserve valuable degrees of freedom. The relationship between partic-
ipants’ work history (current job status, hours worked per week, tenure) and their attachment
style, perceived psychological contract breach, and affective organizational commitment was
also examined. The work history variables did not emerge as significant predictors of
attachment style and the outcomes, and they were not included in future analyses.
Results
Table 1 presents the means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations among the variables
examined in the present study. The pattern of correlations observed in this study was consistent
with the model presented in Fig. 1 and are similar to those reported by Bartholomew and
Horowitz (1991). Attachment ratings in opposing quadrants were negatively correlated:
between secure attachment style and fearful attachment style (r=−.41, p< .01); and between
the dismissing attachment style and preoccupied attachment style (r=−.21, p< .05). There was
also a significant negative correlation between the secure attachment style and dismissing
attachment style (r=−.24, p< .01).
1 Dummy coded variables were created to represent White and African American racial group membership. A
dummy coded variable was also created to represent Asian racial group membership because of the significant
number of individuals falling into this category. The comparison group consisted of participants indicating
Hispanic racial group membership or other racial group membership.
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Tests of Hypotheses
First examined were the relationship between the four attachment styles and psychological
contract breach. Table 2 presents the results of hierarchical regression analyses that examined
these relationships. This table reveals that combined the four attachment styles explained 9 %
of the variance in perceived psychological contract breach. Hypothesis 1a predicted that secure
attachment style would be significantly related to perceived psychological contract breach.
This hypothesis was not supported as the relationship between secure attachment and per-
ceived contract breach was not significant (β=−.06, ns). However, consistent with Hypotheses
2a and 3a there was a significant, positive relationship between perceived psychological
contract breach and the preoccupied attachment style (β= .29, p< .01) and the dismissing
attachment style (β= .18, p< .05). Contrary to Hypothesis 4a, the fearful attachment style was
not significantly related to perceived contract breach (β=−.06, ns).
Next, the analysis focused on the relationship between the four attachment styles and
affective organizational commitment. The results of hierarchical regression analyses designed
to examine these relationships are shown in Table 2. Combined the four attachment styles
explained 6 % of the variance in affective organizational commitment. The results revealed
that, contrary to expectations, organizational commitment was not significantly related to the
secure attachment style (β= .01, ns), dismissing attachment style (β=−.14, ns), or fearful
attachment style (β=−.02, ns). However, preoccupied attachment style exhibited a significant,
negative relationship with organizational commitment (β=−.22, p< .05), which provides
support for Hypothesis 2b.
Hypothesis 5 predicted that perceived psychological contract breach would mediate the
relationship between attachment style and affective organizational commitment. In order to test
for mediation, it is necessary to demonstrate that (a) the independent variable (attachment
style) is correlated with the dependent variable (organizational commitment), (b) the indepen-
dent variable is correlated with the mediating variable (psychological contract breach), (c) the
mediating variable affects the dependent variable when controlling for the independent
variable, and (d) the relationship between the independent variable and the dependent variable
Table 1 Means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations
Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
1. White 0.69 0.46 –
2. African American 0.57 0.23 −.37** –
3. Asian 0.18 0.38 −.70** −.11 –
4. Secure 4.61 1.47 .23* −.17 −.12 –
5. Dismissing 4.00 1.74 −.07 .14 −.01 −.24** –
6. Preoccupied 3.09 1.43 .15 −.21* .06 .11 −.21* –
7. Fearful 3.49 1.75 −.06 −.03 .08 −.41** .17 .04 –
8. Psychological contract
violations
−20.48 71.14 .04 −.29** .11 −.02 .09 .29** .02 –
9. Organizational
commitment
3.50 1.23 .03 .06 −.03 .04 −.10 −.18* −.06 −.50** –
N = 124. White, African American, and Asian are dummy coded variables used to measure
race.*p < .05. **p < .01
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becomes negligible or is significantly reduced when controlling for the mediating variable
(Baron and Kenny 1986; Judd and Kenny 1981; Kenny et al. 1998).
Of the four attachment styles, only preoccupied attachment style was shown to have a
significant relationship with both organizational commitment (β=−.22, p< .05) and psycho-
logical contract breach (β= .29, p< .01), thereby satisfying the first two requirements. Table 3
presents the results of hierarchical regression analyses that provide tests of requirements 3 and
4. The results show that psychological contract breach are significantly and negatively related
to organizational commitment (β=−.51, p< .01), thereby satisfying requirement 3. Finally, the
significant relationship between preoccupied attachment style and organizational commitment
is reduced to non-significance (β=−.07, ns) when controlling for perceived psychological
contract breach. This reduction was statistically significant by Sobel’s (1982) test, Z=−2.64,
p< .01, indicating that the effect of preoccupied attachment style on organizational commit-
ment is fully mediated by perceived psychological contract breach and providing partial
support for Hypothesis 5.
Hypotheses 6a, 6b, and 6c, predicted that the insecure attachment styles would have a
stronger relationship with relational psychological contract dimension breach than transaction-
al psychological contract dimension breach. As previously stated, the relational subscale was
comprised of the following job factors: job security, decision making input, training, respon-
sibility, organizational support, advancement, challenge in job, supervisory support, career
Table 2 Hierarchical regression results: predicting perceived psychological contract violation and organizational
commitment by attachment style
Predictor/Step B SE B 95 % CI β ΔR2 R2
LB UB
DV: Psychological contract violation
1. White dummy code −18.33 23.73 −65.33 28.67 −.12 .09** .09**
African American dummy code −95.69** 33.67 −162.37 −29.00 −.31
Asian dummy code −5.09 26.59 −57.76 47.58 −.03
2. Secure −3.03 4.67 −12.28 6.22 −.06 .09* .18**
Dismissing 7.38* 3.64 0.18 14.59 .18
Preoccupied 14.46** 4.43 5.68 23.24 .29
Fearful −2.41 3.79 −9.92 5.10 −.06
DV: Organizational commitment
1. White dummy code 0.43 0.44 −0.45 1.30 .16 .01 .01
African American dummy code 0.56 0.63 −0.68 1.80 .11
Asian dummy code 0.35 0.49 −0.63 1.32 .11
2. Secure 0.01 0.09 −0.16 0.18 .01 .06 .06a
Dismissing −0.10 0.07 −0.23 0.34 −.14
Preoccupied −0.19* 0.08 −0.36 –0.03 −.22
Fearful −0.02 0.07 −0.16 0.12 −.02
DV dependent variable. 95 % CI = 95 % confidence interval for unstandardized regression coefficients (B), lower
and upper bounds. β = standardized regression coefficient. Significance levels are based on two-tailed t-tests. All
coefficients are from the final step of the model with all variables entered. aR2 totals do not add up due to
rounding
*p < .05. **p < .01
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development, and feedback. The transactional subscale consisted of the remaining job factors:
regular pay raises, bonuses, fair salary, retirement benefits, overall benefits, and healthcare
benefits. Hierarchical regression analyses were used to examine the relationship between the
four attachment styles and the two types of psychological contract, while once again control-
ling for race. These results are presented in Table 4.
The results revealed that the four attachment styles accounted for a significant portion of the
variance in perceived relational contract breach (ΔR2 = .096, p< .01), but a non-significant
portion of the variance in perceived transactional contract breach (ΔR2 = .048, ns). In addition,
although preoccupied attachment style was significantly and negatively related to perceived
breach of both types of contracts, this relationship was stronger for relational (β= .29, p< .01)
than transactional (β= .20, p< .05) breach, supporting hypothesis 6a. Moreover, the signifi-
cant, negative relationship between dismissing attachment style and perceived overall psycho-
logical contract breach was replicated for relational contract breach (β= .21, p< .05) but not
transactional contract breach (β= .06, ns), supporting hypothesis 6b. Contrary to hypothesis
6c, fearful attachment style was found to have an non-significant relationship with both
relational contract breach (β=−.060, ns) and transactional contract breach (β= .036, ns),
Overall, these results suggest that attachment style may play a greater role in shaping
individuals’ perceptions of relational contract dimensions breach than transactional contract
dimension breach.
Discussion
The goal of this study was to examine the relationship between adult attachment style and both
perceived psychological contract breach and affective organizational commitment. The results
provide some preliminary evidence that some attachment styles relate to both of these factors.
This finding highlights the potential influence of relatively stable, dispositional characteristics
Table 3 Hierarchical regression results: examining perceived psychological contract violations as a mediator of
the relationship between attachment style and organizational commitment
Predictor/Step B SE B 95 % CI β ΔR2 R2
LB UB
DV: Organizational commitment
1. White dummy code 0.27 0.39 −0.51 1.04 .10 .01 .01
African American dummy code −0.28 0.57 −1.41 0.86 −.05
Asian dummy code 0.30 0.44 −0.57 1.17 .09
2. Psychological contract violation −0.01** 0.00 −0.01 −0.01 −.51 .26** .26**a
3. Secure −0.02 0.08 −0.17 0.14 −.02 .01 .27**
Dismissing −0.04 0.06 −0.16 0.09 −.05
Preoccupied −0.07 0.08 −0.22 0.09 −.08
Fearful −0.04 0.06 −0.16 0.09 −.05
All coefficients are from the final step of the model with all variables entered. aR2 totals do not add up due to
rounding
*p < .05. **p < .01
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in shaping contemporary employment relationships. The section that follows discusses the key
findings of this study and highlight their theoretical and practical implications. It also notes the
limitations of the current research and discusses potentially fruitful avenues of future inquiry.
The results suggest that the preoccupied and dismissive attachment styles have the greatest
impact on both perceived psychological contract breach and affective organizational commit-
ment. Higher levels of the preoccupied attachment style relate to significantly higher levels of
perceived psychological contract breach and lower levels of organizational commitment. This
finding is consistent with prior work showing that preoccupied individuals have difficulty
forming close relationships (Keelan et al. 1998) and report more negative reactions to their
work environment (Hazan and Shaver 1990; Sumer and Knight 2001).
Consistent with expectations, the study also found that the dismissive attachment style was
significantly and positively related to perceived psychological contract breach. However,
despite the fact that dismissive attachment style was negatively related to organizational
commitment as expected, this relationship did not reach significance. It may be that dismissive
individuals do not react strongly to the breach they perceive because their negative image of
others leads them to expect negative treatment. A similar finding has been reported in research
on organizational justice, where individuals tend to react more negatively to breach when they
expect fair treatment (Brockner et al. 2001).
The study also found that perceived psychological contract breach fully mediated the
relationship between preoccupied attachment style and affective organizational commitment.
Table 4 Hierarchical regression results: predicting perceived relational and transactional psychological contract
violation by attachment style
Predictor/Step B SE B 95 % CI β ΔR2 R2
LB UB
DV: Relational psychological contract violation
1. White Dummy Code −15.95 17.50 −50.61 18.72 −.14 .09** .09**
African American Dummy Code −73.99** 24.83 −123.18 −24.81 −.33
Asian Dummy Code −6.50 19.61 −45.34 32.35 −.05
2. Secure −0.61 3.44 −7.43 6.21 −.02 .10* .19**
Dismissing 6.40* 2.68 1.09 11.71 .21
Preoccupied 10.47** 3.27 4.00 16.95 .29
Fearful −1.82 2.80 −7.36 3.72 −.06
DV: Transactional Psychological Contract Violation
1. White Dummy Code −2.38 10.04 −22.45 17.45 −.04 .04 .04
African American Dummy Code −21.69 14.24 −49.90 6.52 −.18
Asian Dummy Code 1.40 11.25 −20.88 23.68 .02
2. Secure −2.42 1.98 −6.33 1.49 −.13 .05 .08a
Dismissing 0.99 1.54 −2.06 4.03 .06
Preoccupied 3.99* 1.88 0.27 7.70 .20
Fearful −0.58 1.60 −3.76 2.59 −.04
DV dependent variable. 95 % CI = 95 % confidence interval for unstandardized regression coefficients (B), lower
and upper bounds. β = standardized regression coefficient. Significance levels are based on two-tailed t-tests. All
coefficients are from the final step of the model with all variables entered. aR2 totals do not add up due to
rounding. *p < .05. **p < .01
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This finding fits with previous research that demonstrated that perceived psychological
contract breach has a relatively robust, negative effect on organizational commitment
(e.g., Bunderson 2001; Coyle-Shapiro and Kessler 2000; Zhao et al. 2007). Preoccu-
pied attachment style, thus, might be an antecedent of psychological contract breach
that impacts affective organizational attachment. The results highlight perceived psy-
chological contract breach as a key mechanism by which attachment style influences
individuals’ affective organizational commitment.
Support was also found that attachment style had a larger impact on individuals’ percep-
tions of relational psychological contract breach than transactional psychological contract
breach. The meta-analysis of Zhao et al. (2007) found differential relationship strength
between relational and transactional psychological contract dimension breach on work-
related outcomes and empirical research by Raja et al. (2004) found Big 5 personality
characteristics differentially predicted perceived levels of relational and transactional contract
dimensions. The findings also suggest that attachment style has different effects depending on
the psychological contract dimensions being examined and thus add to this developing
research area of personality characteristics impacting psychological contract breach.
One area where hypotheses were not supported was that secure and fearful attachment
styles did not exhibit a significant relationship with psychological contract breach and affective
commitment. There is some evidence to suggest that securely attached individuals’ comfort
with both closeness and separateness makes them less prone to extreme levels of attachment
and avoidance (Bartholomew and Horowitz 1991). Hazan and Shaver (1990) also found that
although securely attached individuals value work, they tend to value relationships more and
generally do not allow work to interfere with their relationships. This balancing of personal
and organizational identity may explain why secure attachment has neither a strong positive
nor a strong negative effect.
Although the non-significant relationship for fearful attachment was contrary to hypotheses,
as noted in the hypotheses rationale research on fearful attachment style impacting work
outcomes is sparser and thus any predictions must be more exploratory and tentative. From a
conceptual level, the non-significant result may be explained by the fact that fearful individuals
have both a negative view of others as well as a negative view of the self. Fearful individuals
not only expect others to be negatively disposed but also feel they are undeserving of others’
acceptance (Bartholomew and Horowitz 1991). Thus, individuals high in the fearful attach-
ment style may be more likely to expect and perceive negative treatment, but they may also
feel undeserving of better treatment. In addition, the fearful attachment style is often associated
with passivity and subservience in close relationships (Bartholomew and Horowitz 1991), so
these individuals may not react strongly to any contract breach they perceive.
Limitations
As with any research, it is important to interpret these findings in light of a few limitations of
the current study. First, participants in the study were college students, which may limit the
generalizability of the results, although some scholars have suggesting those concerns have
been overstated compared to other common sampling methods (Landers and Behrend 2015).
In particular, many of the participants may have viewed their jobs as temporary employment
and may have had no intentions of maintaining a long-term relationship with their current
employer. This may have restricted the range of organizational commitment and perceived
psychological contract breach observed in the current study.
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Even under these stringent conditions attachment style explained a significant portion of the
variance in individual-organization attachment. Attachment style reflected in participants’
perceptions of their jobs, even though their jobs might have not been central to their lives.
In long-term job situations, where tight bonds develop over time and workers have more at
stake, it is possible that attachment style may exhibit even stronger effects on individuals’
organizational commitment and perceptions of contract breach. Future research should attempt
to determine the boundary conditions of the findings by exploring the effects of attachment
style in other samples and settings such as full-time workers, workers in variety of industries,
and workers at varying levels of organizational hierarchies.
Although study participants were students, it is also important to recognize that all
of the participants in our study had work experience. In fact, 33 % of our participants
reported working 35 h or more per week in their current or most recent jobs, and
39 % had tenure of a year or more with their current or most recent employer. The
participants had work experiences on which to reflect on for this study. The results
may provide particular insight into how attachment style relates to the organizational
perception patterns of younger employees (e.g., recent college graduates) and part-time
workers. These results especially can help to inform companies that employ large
numbers of such populations, for example the service sector.
A second potential limitation of the study is that all measures were collected using self-
report methodology and may therefore be subject to common method bias. However, research
has emerged in recent years to suggest that common method variance is not as prevalent as
researchers once believed (e.g., Crampton and Wagner 1994) and that its impact can be
overstated (Conway and Lance 2010; Doty and Glick 1998). The pattern of correlations
between variables in the study vary significantly in both strength and direction. The constructs
presented here are also generally personal perceptions and as such other-ratings may not be
accurate or appropriate to use. Yet, future research may benefit by using alternative, non-self-
report measures of attachment style (e.g., semi-structured interviews, see Bartholomew and
Horowitz 1991) as well as other study variables.
The research presented here is also correlational in nature and thus causation directions
cannot be determined. While it seems likely that a personality characteristic like attachment
style is the factor impacting work perceptions the possibility does exist that negative work
experiences are impacting personality perceptions or that an unmeasured variable is the cause
for results found. Future research might consider examining new employee attachment style
values and how they predict psychological contract breach and affective organizational
commitment 6 months or later into the employment relationship.
Practical Implications for Managers
This research has several practical applications for employers. One important aspect here is
that an individual’s adult attachment may impact the expectations they have about the
workplace and what they may desire from managers. Managers may want to understand the
characteristics of each attachment style so they can make sure that individuals with all
attachment styles receive the outcomes and support that they need. An organization could
assess individual worker’s adult attachment styles using existing scales (like that of
Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991) used here) for existing employees or during the application
process. When a person’s attachment style is known by his/her manager, it may be possible to
better understand and manage the attitudes and actions of individual employees.
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Individuals high in secure attachment style, which should represent the majority of workers
(Bartholomew and Horowitz 1991), will generally not need to be reassured of their own
competency or that they can trust the intentions of their co-workers. As in this study’s results
secure attachment style did not relate to perceptions of psychological contract breach or affective
organizational commitment. From a needs perspective, individuals high in secure attachment do
not have significant need for a manager to help them to better trust others and feel self-worth.
For employees high in dismissive attachment style managers need to be aware that trust in
others will be lacking (Bartholomew and Horowitz 1991). Employees high in dismissive
attachment style may have increased trouble with other employees and be seen as cold and
distant. Armed with such knowledge, a manager can help the employee and his or her co-
workers deal with the relational fall out of such a stance. A manager can also put in extra effort
and attention to acting in a trustworthy manner and being seen as such for the worker high in
dismissive attachment. A manager that understands the dismissive attachment style can take
action to reduce the potential negative impact the style may have on a worker and his or her
interactions with others. This may help a worker high in dismissive attachment to interpret
ambiguous information in the direction that a manager or organization has not breached the
psychological contract.
For employees high in preoccupied attachment style, managers may need to offer more
feedback and encouragement to help the employee feel they are worthy and contributing.
Individuals high in preoccupied attachment style can expect too much from others, which
could impact relationships with co-workers and a manager. Managers aware of this can make
sure to give workers high in preoccupied attachment more attention and help to defuse
situations that can arise from the preoccupied worker demanding too much from others. This
may help to reduce the amount a preoccupied worker perceives ambiguous events as psycho-
logical contract violations.
For employees high in fearful attachment style the best practices for managers are more
unclear. Fearful employees did not have significantly greater psychological contract breach
perceptions or lower affective organizational commitment. One might think this means that
fearful workers could be treated in a similar hands off way as securely attached individuals.
From a conceptual perspective, however, fearful individuals need the interventions above for
dismissive and preoccupied, both reassured of their own self-worth and increased attention
paid to building trust in others. More research is needed to have a clear idea of how managers
can best manage workers high in fearful attachment.
Another fruitful avenue for employers may be in applying research that suggests that
feelings of attachment security can be primed (See Mikulincer and Shaver 2007 for a review
of the research area). By having people think about secure attachment or view pictures of
infants being supported by mothers individuals can be put into a state, rather than trait, feeling
of secure attachment. Managers or organizations could help prime such secure feelings and
existing research offers some support for the idea that repeated security priming could lead to
persisting effects (Gillath et al. 2008). To date these effects have not been tested in the
workplace, but they have potential for future use and experimental examination.
Conclusion
These findings, combined with those of previous studies (e.g., Geller and Bamberger 2009;
Hansbrough 2012; Harms 2011; Hazan and Shaver 1990), suggest that adult attachment style
may be a useful construct for understanding individuals’ work-related attitudes and
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perceptions. This study supports the emerging argument that research on psychological
contract breach and affective organizational commitment needs to focus greater attention on
theoretically relevant individual difference characteristics. These findings suggest that future
research may benefit from more examination of adult attachment style as a personality
characteristic that impacts work-related outcomes.
All procedures performed in studies involving human participants were in accordance with
the ethical standards of the institutional and/or national research committee and with the 1964
Helsinki declaration and its later amendments or comparable ethical standards.
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